Abstract Over the last 20 years, the problem of low levels of representation of women in political office has been mobilising women, and especially feminists, throughout the world. The adoption of quotas has become a much-used tool to address the challenge of increasing women's political representation, and as a route to enhancing women's political empowerment. In Latin America, many countries have adopted quota systems, but with widely varying effects. This article takes stock of Latin American experience and asks to what extent quota systems have served as a pathway of women into politics. Identifying challenges to implementation and factors that have contributed to their success or failure, the article seeks to explore lessons that can be learnt from this experience that can help contribute to strengthening mechanisms and processes that support the achievement of greater equality in a sphere in which women continue to be grossly under-represented.
Introduction
Over the last 20 years, the problem of low levels of representation of women in political office has been mobilising women, and especially feminists, throughout the world. This article reflects on the experience of Latin America, where the implementation of quota systems for women in a context of affirmative action policies has figured as a major goal in women's struggles for access to power structures. In some countries, notably Costa Rica and Argentina, the introduction of quotas has produced changes in the balance of power, with women reaching significant levels of participation in legislative bodies. However, many other Latin American countries have adopted quota systems with no such effects. Half a century since they gained the right to vote, Latin American women have come to recognise that, in practice, the right they fought for did not guarantee the right to be elected. This article asks two main questions: To what extent have quota systems in Latin America served as a pathway of women's political empowerment? What lessons can be learnt from this experience? In doing so, it addresses the need to situate affirmative action strategies such as quotas within a wider field of interventions to support women's political candidature and to support women once they enter political office. Pathways into politics are not always pathways to power, and the article highlights some of the common obstacles that women encounter in their engagement with formal politics, as well as what can be done to address them.
The struggle for suffrage and the democratic deficit
The struggle for women's right to vote in Latin America started in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Yet it was not until the two first decades of the twentieth century that more concerted feminist mobilisation to claim voting rights appeared in most Latin American countries. Ecuador was the first country to give women the vote, in 1929. Brazil and Uruguay followed suit in 1932, with other countries following in the 1940s. Paraguay (1961) and Colombia (1964) were among the last. Gaining the right to vote was followed by intensive efforts to enlist women voters. As can be seen from Table 1 , women are now in the majority in the electorate of most Latin American countries.
Up to the 1990s, women's participation in formal politics was occasional, scarce and limited. Women were generally elected because they were the wives, daughters or sisters of well-known male politicians (Veneziani 2006; Costa 1998) . Until now, only four women have been elected president of their countries by popular vote. Three out of these four women were perfect examples of the model of political ascension as family heritage. Violeta Chamorro (1990/7), in Nicaragua, was the widow of Pedro Chamorro, journalist and leader of the non-Sandinista movement opposing dictator Anastacio Somoza. In Panama, Mireya Moscoso (1999 Moscoso ( /2004 was elected president when she became the director of the Amulfista Party immediately after her husband Arnulfo Arias, who was elected President of Panama three times, died. More recently, Cristina Fernandez was elected President of Argentina. Although she was a lawyer, local representative, congresswoman, senator and had a political history of her own, she was a presidential candidate representing her husband's, Nestor Kirchner, continuality. The only woman to depart from this pattern was Michelle Bachelet, who was elected President of Chile in 2006. She is a doctor, ex-Minister of Health and Defence and her political history is one of autonomy and independence.
There has been a recent increase in the number of women in the executive, principally due to affirmative action. Llanos and Sample (2008) (see Table 2 ) show that the number of women in the executive in Latin America has risen from 8.4 per cent in 1996 to 24 per cent in 2007.
This expansion in the number of women in the executive has been strongest in countries (Llanos and Sample 2008: 18) . There is an inverse relationship between the proportion of women and position in the hierarchy: the higher the position in the hierarchy, the more unlikely it is to find women occupying these positions. In situations where executive spheres are reached by elections and where there is no quota system or affirmative action policy, there are fewer women still. As Table 2 shows, even in countries where women's participation reaches a two-digit number, as in Chile, Dominican Republic and Nicaragua, it is still very low.
This low participation of women in formal political arenas does not mean that women have been excluded from political action, or more broadly from political participation. Many studies have shown the intensity and amplitude of women's participation, especially in social movements. Sonia Alvarez (1994) refers to the democratisation process that happened in many Latin American countries (like Chile, Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, Uruguay, Bolivia, Peru) in the 1980s, and emphasises the importance of women's participation in this process. Alvarez suggests that it was women who led protests against human rights violations, and they were the ones who came with creative solutions to community necessities when the State neglected them. They also played important roles in strengthening the Trades Union movement and in the struggle for land rights. It was Afro-Brazilian women who helped create a growing movement on Black consciousness and anti-racism; it was the lesbians that joined homosexuals against homophobia; it was academic women who held guns against the military regime and who joined opposing parties. However, all this participation by women did not consist of real possibilities to access political power.
In many Latin American countries, the muchdesired democracy that came after decades of military dictatorship left out the female electorate. The promises of democratic equality did not come true. In all so-called democratic societies, women have had to struggle hard to have access to the same rights as any male citizen, like equal salaries, promotion opportunities, the right to physical integrity, the right to work. That it has proven so difficult for women to get elected brings into question the democratic commitment of these societies, as well as the normative discourse of equality that is present in most constitutional texts, where the formal inclusion of women is explicitly mentioned. Many theoretical works on democracy point to women's inclusion as the basic condition that defines the democratic face of a society (Dall 1993; Bobbio 2000) . Implementing affirmative action, such as quota systems, can be a way to construct a truly democratic society that guarantees equal participation of men and women.
Quotas in Latin America
Argentina was the first Latin American country to establish a quota system through altering the Election Code, in 1961. Known as 'Ley de Cupos', this law stated that 30 per cent of all candidates on party lists for the national elections should be women. The law was the result of Argentinean women's struggle in a process that started during military dictatorship.
The women who came to be known as the 'Mothers and Grandmothers from the Plaza de Mayo' were the first ones to go public and expose the military dictatorship's atrocities and also the first ones to ask for a democratic state. At the same time, a vibrant women's movement developed, connected to movements that resisted military dictatorship. In the late 1980s, there was an intense effort to implement a quota policy, led by feminists with the help of women activists within the political parties.
In the beginning, taking their example from the European countries, women tried to negotiate with major parties to introduce quotas on their agendas. As the parties responded negatively, women came with a new strategy: to influence the national electoral code, with the aim of making it mandatory for parties to include more women on their lists. In 1990, the Political Feminists Network was created, bringing together women in 15 political parties. Their motto was 'with a few women in politics, women change; with a lot of women in politics, politics change'. This network became the entity that struggled for the quota law to be approved (Marx et al. 2007) . In November 1991, the law was passed, and in March 1993, the law became a Decree that defined more explicitly the mechanism for the quota. By 1994, however, it had become clear that even those parties that were abiding by the law were putting women in positions on the lists where they had no possibility of being elected. This gave rise to a change in the 'Ley de Cupos', which established that women must be positioned on the lists in offices where there were real possibilities of election -one woman to every three positions on the list -and if this law was not followed the party couldn't subscribe its list and would be out of the electoral process. Conflicts emerged as parties persistently placed women in third place, and feminists took out lawsuits to challenge them. As a result, further legislation was passed in 2000 to clarify that: (1) the electoral quota applies to all vacancies for political office; (2) the 30 per cent of women candidates is a minimal percentage; (3) the quota is only considered as fulfilled when applied to the number of offices that each party organisation renews in the corresponding election. Despite these difficulties, the quota law in Argentina guaranteed a significant boost in women's presence in the representative system. Between 1991 and today, the percentage of women in politics has risen from 5.9 per cent to 39.6 per cent (Marx et al. 2007 ).
The Argentinean experience has been an example for those seeking to implement quotas in other Latin American countries. However, it was the Platform for Action that came out of the Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995, which provided the impetus for national governments to begin to approve affirmative action mechanisms. Less than five years after the conference in Beijing, ten countries in Latin America had adopted the quota system. Yet despite the fact that most of them established a 30 per cent quota, and all have in common the active engagement of feminist activists in putting forward proposals, building alliances and persuading political parties, the diversity of experience has been surprising.
In the post-Beijing context, one of the first countries to establish the quota system was Costa Rica. Today, it is one of the most successful experiences in Latin America. The struggle to implement the quota system in Costa Rica started in 1984, close after the ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). As a result of pressure on the part of women's movements, some parties started to create internal mechanisms to promote and guarantee women's effective participation in political office and in electoral lists. Despite all this mobilisation, it took until November 1996 for the law establishing a quota system to be passed. The law required parties to assure 40 per cent of women's participation not only in the parties' structure, but also in candidacies for public election (Montanho 2007) . Just like the quota law in Argentina, the Costa Rican law had to undergo some modifications to incorporate sanctions for parties that did not abide by it, whether by not fulfilling the 40 per cent or not positioning women in offices with real possibilities to be elected. In the first election after the law, in 1998, it was possible to see that even the parties that fulfilled the quotas put forward women with scarce possibilities of election. As a result, just two more women were elected as compared with the elections in 1994 (Perez 2008) . In 1999, as a response to demands from the Women's National Institute, the Supreme Court established that women should constitute 40 per cent of the list of candidates, in eligible positions, and included mechanisms to guarantee that the law would be respected. Significant among these measures were the requirement that public campaign financing guaranteed equal access to party resources for all candidates, and the prerogative given to the electoral tribunal to refuse to register parties who 2004: 6) . In 2002, there was another attempt to make the quota law more effective by producing another modification in COFIPE, which established a mechanism for assuring gender balance in the list, and for punishing noncompliance. Despite these changes, the electoral legislation left a number of gaps. It did not define which kind of candidacies the quotas should be applied to, and as a result, parties put women as surrogates. As a result, the quota policy did not have the expected results, as can be seen from Table 3 Venezuela's experience also deserves mention. In 1997, it was made mandatory that political parties and electorates included a minimum of 30 per cent of women candidates in electoral lists. In 1998, at the time of the first election after this law was implemented, the quotas system was considered unconstitutional by the Electoral National Council, as it was deemed contrary to the equality principles established in the Venezuelan Constitution. Later, the Supreme Court supported this decision. In 1999, the new Constitution established for the first time a clear and explicit principle of equality, making clear the difference between formal equality and effective, real equality. The new Constitution also gives power to the executive, judiciary and legislative to implement positive actions, whenever they are needed in order to guarantee real and effective equality (Prince 2008). In 2005, after a great feminist movement struggle, based on claims using the equality text that is in the Bolivarian Constitution, a new resolution was passed establishing equality and balance in parties' lists. Because this law is still very frail and there is no system that can hold its non-implementation to account, it has done little to expand Venezuelan women's participation in politics.
The Brazilian experience with quotas is the least successful in the continent. Despite gaining political citizenship in 1934 and constituting the majority of Brazil's electorate, Brazilian women have not managed to be real citizens, and exercise not only the prerogative of voting, but also that of being elected. Women occupy less than 10 per cent of the electable offices in the country, ranking close to the bottom of the international register (Ballington 2007). Brazil's quota law was passed in 1995. It established that a minimum of 20 per cent of a party's candidates should be women. Applied in the 1996 elections, it was not enough to alter the picture of Brazilian women's political exclusion. It was succeeded, in 1997, by a law that made it mandatory to have a minimum of 25 per cent of women candidates in the 1998 elections and an increase to 30 per cent in the following election. Today the law 'assures' 30 per cent of the candidates presented by parties at municipal, state and federal levels should be women. It is a law that is still to find its force, however.
Before the quota law was passed, Brazil had already experienced a range of other kinds of political quotas. In 1991, the Workers' Party (PT) passed a quota assuring a minimum of 30 per cent of each gender in the directorate of the party. In 1993, the Unified Workers' Central (CUT) did the same, establishing no fewer than 30 per cent and no more than 70 per cent of people from each gender. Despite quotas, the increase in women's participation has been minimal. There is no sanction, so there is no penalty for parties which do not comply.
Transforming this law has been a major challenge for the women's movement. In September 2009, a new electoral law was approved in the National Congress, which represents some small gains for the women's movement. Women had advocated for 30 per cent of the public funds that are given to parties to be spent on the political education of women; the new law proposed 5 per cent, and that each party which did not do this would be obliged to spend an additional 2.5 per cent in the following year, but no specific penalties were defined for those which did not comply with this law. In addition, the law stipulates that at least 10 per cent of the time available to political parties for party political broadcasts on radio and TV should be used to promote the participation of women in politics (the original demand of the women's movement was 20 per cent). Lastly, the new law maintains the quota of 30 per cent but apart from emphasising that this is an obligation, it does not establish any kind of punishment for parties which do not comply with the law.
The difficulties that women face getting their demands taken up by the National Congress is a reflection of their political force in this space, where they occupy less than 10 per cent of the seats. Women are absent at the tables where negotiations take place, and experience many constraints to political effectiveness. Their submersion in a sea of male and party interests makes it difficult to imagine them playing a more active role in modifying or reforming laws.
There is an evident paradox between the force of political mobilisation of the Brazilian feminist movement and their real representation in the spheres of political implementation and deliberation. Women's absence in power structures in this country also reflects in the possibilities they have for intervention, in their capacity for democratic transformation, and in their difficulty in constituting themselves as political actors able to make demands (Costa 2008).
4 Quotas: a pathway to equality?
A superficial analysis of the outcomes of the adoption of quotas in Latin America can lead to the impression that this experience has not been able to significantly alter women's participation in power structures. We can see that except in the cases of Argentina and Costa Rica, the indices for women's presence in formal politics are still very low, with only small increases in the wake of the implementation of quota systems. Yet to regard this as evidence that quotas are not pathways of women's political empowerment is to miss the important point that a quota system on its own is not enough to bring about the kind of changes that are needed for women to achieve a greater share of representation in political institutions. Laws by themselves do not assure greater political representation. As Dahlerup (2003) notes, to work effectively, quota systems need to be complemented with programmes that build the capacity of women candidates and women in elected office.
Many studies have also demonstrated that the success or failure of quota systems is directly related to the characteristics of the country's electoral system, to the degree of explicitness in setting out the rules that support measures to increase the representation of womenincluding elements of design that make it more difficult to relegate women candidates to unelectable positions, to the lowest places on the list or to positions as surrogates -and to the participation of civil society in monitoring implementation and the application of rules, including sanctions (Veneziani 2006) . Some of the countries where quotas have been most successful, among them Argentina, use a closed list system, with candidates listed in priority order. The electorate votes for the list in its totality, with no possibility of altering its order. If the quota law defines the position women should occupy in this list, the possibility of success is guaranteed. If the legislation does not mention anything about the position women should be put in the list, parties tend to put women at the end of the list, decreasing their possibility of being elected. According to Jones (2000) , to make a closed list system effective, the laws that refer to the quota system must include a positioning determination to be occupied by women on the list positioning mandate. The legislation establishes mechanisms to make it mandatory, as well as to make it possible to hold parties to account for non-compliance. This is what happens in Argentina, Bolivia and Paraguay, where the law determines that if the party does not fulfil the quotas, it cannot register its candidates. In Mexico, Ecuador, Peru, Brazil and Panama, the legislation does not specify the position in which women should be on the list, nor does it establish mechanisms to hold parties to account. This kind of quota policy tends to fail in its goal to increase the presence of women. If there is no express determination to include women in positions on the lists, the whole point of the quota tends to be lost given that the party's decisions are generally in men's hands.
Conclusion
The experience of the quota system in Latin America suggests a number of broader lessons, with relevance to other countries where efforts are being made to expand the numbers of women in political office. The first is that quota systems alone are not sufficient to create the conditions for women to empower themselves politically; quotas are not automatic pathways of political empowerment for women. But when quotas are complemented with public policies to promote equality that can create deeper transformations in the patriarchal structure in society, with the perspective of expanding democracy, then they can serve as a channel for change.
The principal lesson from the experience of quota systems in Latin America is the need for a strong women's movement that can make effective demands. What we see in these diverse experiences is the importance of pressure that women's movements have brought to bear, their role in developing proposals, establishing alliances and mobilising the political parties. It is within the political parties that the process of convincing needs to be the most intense. It was only after the activism of feminists within the political parties that the quota system in Argentina and Costa Rica was approved. To have the party as an ally is one of the most indispensable pathways in the process of changing laws. Another lesson emerging from the Latin American experience relates to how the quota system is applied. For quotas to work, there needs to be a clear set of rules and procedures, which cover a range of mechanisms for legal punishment and restrictions for those who do not comply with the provisions made within the law. Experience shows that an electoral system with closed lists, alternating positions in the list according to sex, and a comprehensive system of incentives and punishment may contribute favourably to the success of the quota system. Ultimately, women's right to equal representation in formal political systems needs to be recognised as a fundamental part of the project of democratisation that, in Latin America, remains incomplete as a result of the continued exclusion of women from politics.
In Brazil, where the legacy of the military dictatorship has led to resistance on the part of feminists to get involved in party structures, currently they only have a very limited presence in most political parties, this negotiation is more difficult. Even in the parties which have a significant number of feminist activists -such as the Communist Party or the Workers' Partythere is a tendency among these women to preserve their party agreements or the political line defined by the male majority, in detriment of feminist demands. This positioning became explicit in the vote for political reform in August 2008 in the National Congress, when some deputies, committed to the demands presented by the women's movement for a closed list, party loyalty, resources for women candidates and so on, voted in plenary according to agreements made with their parties, forgetting totally the agreements they had made with the women's movement. One of the paradoxes of feminist activism within political parties is exactly the subordination of women to the authoritarian and patriarchal practices established in the name of party discipline. We know that quotas by themselves are not sufficient to change the patriarchal structures of society. What is necessary is a broader process of changing relations of gender in the patriarchal structures of the political parties, and of society, changing the family, the school, and women's lives. But despite this, the entry of women into formal structures of power is and should be a question of democracy. Women have a right to this place of power.
